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assumptions and suggestions about what Fontana thought or intended or anticipated
about encryption, its techniques, and its algorithms lack entirely sound foundations.
And this has an unpleasant consequence particularly with respect to a readership interested
in the history of mathematics: All of the book’s insights, ideas, and contrivances with a cer-
tain mathematical appeal will turn out, upon closer inspection, to be insights, ideas, and
contrivances of the editors, whereas the text of the historical Fontana may oﬀer little of
interest to a historian of mathematics.
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The mid-17th century is a fascinating period for mathematics in France. The Académie
Mersenne, continued by the Académie Le Pailleur after Mersenne’s death in 1648, gathered
the French savants in the scientiﬁc community thanks to regular meetings and to a lively
correspondence through the Minim Father. Among the savants in and around the Acad-
emy we found a surfeit of great names such as Descartes, Fermat, Roberval, Desargues,
and Pascal. The aim of the book under review is to tackle the scientiﬁc work of
Descartes, Fermat, and Pascal from perspectives that may be qualiﬁed as complementarily
historical, philosophical, mathematical, and literary. The book gathers seven lectures given
in a workshop held in 2005 at the Institut Henri Poincaré (Paris). The book’s coloration is
rather Cartesian, since four of the contributions deal with Descartes, two with Pascal, and
one with Fermat.
Michel Serfati’s contribution, ‘‘Constructivismes et obscurités dans la Géométrie de
Descartes,” questions the problematic structure of La Géométrie and studies the obscurities
that would result from Descartes’ strategy of leaving out some important intermediate
results or calculations (pp. 11–44). Serfati stresses the tensions between the two diﬀerent
criteria of acceptability for geometrical curves Descartes provides in La Géométrie, that
is, their ‘‘mechanical” construction by regulated motions, and their ‘‘algebraic” (based
on the algebraic equation of the curve) generic pointwise construction. Even if ‘‘construc-
tivism” appears in the title, it is rather construction than constructivism that is addressed
here, as far as I can judge. Indeed, no evidence is found that construction was considered
to be an existence proof in early modern mathematics [Bos 2001, 7]. Surprisingly, therefore,
Henk Bos’s book [Bos 2001], which deals with ‘‘Descartes’ transformation of the early mod-
ern concept of construction,” is not included among the references, even if some of Bos’s
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focuses on ‘‘the trends in German mathematics at the time of Descartes’s stay in southern
Germany” (pp. 45–67). Indeed, in recent years, Descartes’ stay in Germany and the works
of German cossists such as Johannes Faulhaber and Peter Roth have been scrutinized to
shed light on the origins of Descartes’ scientiﬁc thought (see Mehl 2001, Manders 2006).
Schneider’s contribution puts forward both the context and the works of the German
cossist school, and pays particular attention to Benjamin Bramer’s Geometrische
Quaestiones (1618). This work contains the solution to problems posed by Bürgi that
Schneider argues may have inspired Descartes (p. 60).
From a perspective close to the history of philosophy, Mateus Araújo Silva provides a
long study of the role of the imagination in Descartes’ La Géométrie that is soundly
grounded in a comprehensive review of the large secondary literature on the subject
(pp. 69–128). He stresses in particular the continuity between the Regulae and La Géométrie
as regards Descartes’ aim of ﬁnding an accurate use of the imagination in geometry.
Maryvonne Spiesser’s contribution on Pierre de Fermat, which displays new approaches
to Fermat’s biography, emphasizes Fermat’s erudition in Greek and Latin, widely recog-
nized in his local milieu (pp. 167–197). Yet most of her contribution is devoted to spelling
out Fermat’s conception of mathematics through his correspondence.
Two articles primarily deal with detailed technical analyses of mathematical notions
and demonstrations. Bruno Gagneux’s approach is announced to be ‘‘epistemological,”
which is meant to suggest that it deals primarily with the history of mathematical con-
cepts. Gagneux’s contribution examines Descartes’ rule of signs and its reception through
comments and demonstrations up to Gauss’s. It emphasizes the imprecision in Des-
cartes’s statement of the rule in La Géométrie and analyzes diﬀerent responses to and con-
troversies about Descartes’s rule (pp. 129–165). Claude Merker’s study of Pascal’s tracts
on the cycloid (to be found in his Lettres de Dettonville) reveals the treatise’s architecture
through the mathematical analysis of its propositions (pp. 199–238). Although such an
approach is of interest in understanding the treatise, the reader misses detailed references
to Pascal’s own text as well as references to relevant secondary literature such as, for in-
stance, Costabel [1962]. Moreover, in order to grasp Pascal’s own thinking it seems to me
inappropriate that Pascal’s results are barely transcribed into the formalism of modern
integral calculus (pp. 224, 233) while full quotations of Pascal’s own original statements
are omitted.
Merker’s concluding references to the literary background of Pascal’s scientiﬁc thought
leads us to the last article of the book, which focuses on this issue. In his contribution
Dominique Descotes, a literary scholar, argues that Pascal’s mathematical treatise Triangle
arithmétique is shaped as a genuine literary work (pp. 239–280). Descotes’ argument rests
on a detailed comparison of the many changes (in matters mathematical and otherwise)
between a ﬁrst Latin print and a second edition of the treatise (both French and Latin)
printed in 1654, according to Jean Mesnard, and published in 1665. In particular, Descotes
uses the tools of literary analysis to study Pascal’s strategies to persuade the reader, which
he shows to echo those strategies spelled out in Pascal’s Art de persuader.
The historian of early modern mathematics should proﬁt from the book, and particularly
from the variety of approaches of these well-informed studies. Special mention is due to the
attention paid here to the literary approach, if one thinks of the rhetoric pervading the cor-
respondence and the works of the period.
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Recent interest in the achievements of Hermann Grassmann (1809–1877) has been much
stimulated by the celebration of N-centenaries when N takes fashionable values. N = 3/2 of
theﬁrst versionof hisAusdehnungslehre led in 1994both to anEnglish translationof thatwork
and several papers [Grassmann, 1995] and to a lively conference inGermanywith the produc-
tionof two signiﬁcant volumes of proceedings [Schreiber, 1995; Schubring, 1996], whileN = 2
for his birth excited in 2009 a comparably energetic gathering in Potsdam, in time for which
the two books under review were published. In due course its own proceedings will form the
ﬁnal volume in this excellent series, reporting upon not only historical researches but also
some recent applications of Grassmann algebras, for example to computer science.
The biography is an English translation of a book published by the same house as [Petsche,
2006] and reviewed in these pages by [Lewis, 2009]. It was largely based upon the author’s
doctoral dissertation of 1979, although some attention has been paid to research produced
in the interim. The four chapters present HermannGrassmann’s life and work in a somewhat
unusual manner: ﬁrst the entire life; then his main sources of inspiration, especially his father
Justus (1779–1832), his brother Robert (1815–1901), and the Berlin philosopher and
theologian Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768–1834); then Hermann’s place in the history of
mathematics, especially the two versions of the Ausdehnungslehre (1844, 1862) and his work
on the foundations of arithmetic; and ﬁnally a more detailed look at the 1844 theory and its
